HOME-COMING

be absurd, if I made him my contemporary, to confront him with
anachronistic problems of Shelley.

I was much attracted by the city in which the hazards of war had
decree that I should live. I loved its churches, the lovely paved
courtyards of its mansions, and its houses with carved wood
decorations. I began to read the histories of Abbeville and, among
others, the correspondence of Boucher de Perthes, a learned citizen
of the town. He had an agreeable way of writing and his period
interested me. It was the end of the reign of Louis Philippe, the
Revolution of Forty-Eight and the beginning of the Second Empire.
It seemed to me that 1848 was the epoch in France in which it would
be appropriate to place a Shelley. His sentiments, his grandilo-
quence, his idealism would then seem plausible. And since I loved
Abbeville so much, why not have him live in Abbeville? All this
seemed fine. It remained to be seen what had happened at Abbeville
during that Revolution.

I got permission from the Subprefect to examine the archives, and
I became very much interested immediately in the file on Civil
Engineering. There I followed the disappointments of an unfor-
tunate engineer at grips with the sea, whose most carefully calculated
Works were being constantly destroyed by the waves. The symbol
pleased me; thanks to my Uncle Henry I was familiar with the
technique; I decided that my Shelley should be an engineer. From
this moment my novel developed with a rapidity that surprised me.
My hero, Philippe Virries, was a former Me to whom I had become
hostile but whom I continued, without realizing it, to resemble.

The book was published in 1919 and had no success. One hundred
thousand copies of Colonel Bramble had been sold; Ni Ange> ni Bete
sold seven or eight thousand. Bernard Grasset blamed the title which
he had always considered 'unpopular5. I condemned the novel.
Nevertheless Alain liked it, a fact that surprised me and kept me
from complete discouragement:

'You have thoroughly understood the lesson of Stendhal,* he said.

I had indeed understood it, but I had not been able to liberate
myself from the Stendhal pattern.
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